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When the distressed population had safely passed through
the burning heat of May and June and the rains had fallen
bounteously everywhere, the crisis of the famine was seen to
be over for the moment at least, though utter want still pre-
vailed, for which the relief organization had to be maintained.
There would at all events be some slight respite for a time, so
I determined to seize the opportunity of making a tour in
Bengal.

The rainy season was now at its height, the rivers were in
flood, the swamps and marshes flushed with water, and the
masses of floating vapour surcharged with moisture. In all
other parts of India except Bengal, this would be the very last
season which any one would choose for a tour; on the contrary
this is the close time when all people both European and
Native stay at home. The roads are impassable or passable only
with extreme difficulty, the carts are shut up and the draught
cattle sent away to graze. The transport being impeded or
stopped, trade is slack and all work out of doors, -excepting
agriculture, is suspended. The husbandman is working in his
fields close to his own door; but those, whose avocations ordi-
narily carry them to ]ong distances, rest for a while till the
weather shall become open, the rivers subside and the roads
be dry.

But the inhabitants of Bengal have a practice which is dia-
metrically opposite. Bengal is essentially a river-kingdom; it
possesses but few roads in comparison with other Indian pro-
vinces, but then it has for its highways the rivers threading and
permeating the country like a network, and constituting natural
channels of communication on a magnificent scale. These
rivers, then, are during the winter and summer shallow, full of
shoals, and not conveniently navigable. The great navigation
begins towards the end of June, comes into full play dufing
July and August, and slackens after the middle of September.
During the winter and summer many of the boats are laid up,
but all are brought out in July; and then the inland traffic
of Bengal bursts into life. The husbandman, village artisan,
pedlar or market-gardener does not keep a cart; he has a boat